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Paradigm Shifts: They're Baaaack!
_Th_e_R_et_u_rn_to_R_e_m_e_d_ia_l_P_r_o_g_ra_m_s__ r{?
P OINT OF V IEW BY MARK

A.

CONLEY

It started out as a rumor.
''Did you hear that more and more
kids who can't read are reaching
middle school?"
''Must be the poor parenting out
there."
''I bet it's that whole language
stuff"
''Nobody teaches grammar anymore!"
Then came the Michigan Proficiency
tests.
"What are we going to do with the
kids who fail?"
''We'Ujust have to remediate 'em."
"Yeah, mandatory remediation!
That's the ticket!"
I get around the state as much as I
can and this is what I hear a lot lately.
(By the way, I'm the guy eavesdropping
behind the second floor potted palm at
the annual MRA conference. Just pretend you don't see me). But seriously,
I've been party to many conversations
lately about the decreased or decreasing
literacy skills of middle school kids,
their impending failure on the
Proficiency tests and the programs we're
going to have to mount to deal with the
situation. Remediation (without benefit
of state funding, of course) is becoming
a popular consideration.
Before we all rush headlong to return
to remediation, there's a new book we
all should read, No Quick Fix, by
Richard Allington and Sean Walrnsly
(1995, Teachers College Press). The
book reviews our 35 years of experience
with remedial (Title 1, Chapter 1), compensatory and special education proMICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

grams. Some of the book's findings?
There is little evidence that past remedial programs have been effective. In fact,
there are some indicators that some children were neglected and even harmed
by remedial programs of the past. How
does this happen? A major problem with
past remedial efforts is their disconnectedness from regular classrooms and
school-wide expectations for success.
Typically, remedial programs thrive on
curricula that are more consistent with
the content of standardized tests than
with the curriculum in the major subject
areas (i.e., English, mathematics, science, social studies etc.). The hope of
transferring skills from remedial settings
to regular education settings has rarely,
if ever, been realized.
Remedial programs typically constitute only 10 percent of a student's academic time with 90 percent still spent in
regular academic settings. Regular classroom teachers sometimes delegate all of
their responsibility to the remedial specialist for meeting 100 percent of the student's needs. Yet the remedial specialist
only has 10 percent of the school day to
bring the student up to speed with little
hope that what happens in that 10 percent will pay off the rest of the school
day.
Now, before you send me all those
cards and letters about being an ivory
tower pinhead pontificating on stuff I
don't know about, let me share some of
my own personal experience. I was the
director of middle school and high
school reading in Dundee, New York,
back in the late 1970s. Dundee is a rural
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others gained 4 or sometimes 6 years!
Other students regressed in a similar
pattern, several months or many years.
Add them all together and they averaged
a two-year gain. I wondered at the time
if a similar pattern could be found in the
reading centers that were in existence
throughout the United States.
Back to the 1990s. Reading centers
and reading specialists have declined in
numbers. Whereas the International
Reading Association used to count nearly 40 percent of its members as reading
specialists, the tally is now down to less
than 20 percent. Emerging trends in children and testing could change these
numbers, but, before we head down that
path, we have to ask some important
questions.
Do we really want to return to the
remedial programs we had before? The
research and my experience suggest that
we had better not. If remediation is construed globally, solely as a way to
improve reading and writing, yet disconnected from expectations in the regular
classroom and on the Proficiency tests,
we won't be doing our kids a service.
Like before, some students may achieve
greater success on generic achievement
tests, but they won't be successful
where it counts: in the regular classroom
and for the state-endorsed diploma. If,
on the other hand, we create new and
different approaches to remediation,
those that are more congruent with the
classroom and core curriculum expectations, we will do right by our students.
The beauty of No Quick Fix is that it
offers a number of chapters written by
public school professionals who are
struggling with these issues. In several
New York districts, teachers, parents,
administrators and specialists (both
Chapter 1 and special education) have
convened committees to reconsider
instructional support services. These
committees develop consensus on principles of instructional support (for

town in the scenic Finger Lakes area
with a good measure of poverty. Many of
the kids experience trouble with reading. As a young, energetic teacher (I'm a
forty-something, energetic teacher now),
I wrote a federal grant to institute a secondary reading center. We received
nearly $20,000.
There was a great deal of excitement
as the center got underway. I repainted a
classroom in bright colors and filled it
with books of all kinds. We used the
Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test to
identify 150 kids at various reading levels and began our work The reading
center was a popular place, with students dropping by during just about any
period. We worked mostly on vocabulary and comprehension skills while
encouraging pleasure reading at every
turn.
A practice in our school was to pass
around a list of students who were failing subject area classes each marking
period. The first list of the year came out
and I was not very surprised to see many
of my students on the list. Many were
failing two, three and four of their classes. This only made me more enthusiastic. "If we keep boosting their reading
skills, the failure rates have to go down!"
I told myself.
Instead, the patterns of failure didn't
change as the second, third and then
fourth failing list of the year came out.
Kids were doing well in the reading center, showing great progress in reading on
our informal tests. But few of them did
any better outside of our room.
At the end of the year, we administered our required post-test. As many of
you may remember, federal guidelines
(Title 1) required that we demonstrate
an average two-year gain in our students'
reading ability each year. Our students,
as a group, achieved that average.
However, comparisons of individual
scores told a different story. Some students gained a little, mere months, while
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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instance, that all teachers are responsible for all of the kids, regardless of classification), they examine legal and turf
issues and they focus squarely on the
question of what it will take to make all
students successful according to agreedupon expectations.
The way I figure it, we have about a
year and a half before the first administration of the Proficiency tests and the
inevitable publishing of failure rates by

school district in the local newspapers.
When that happens, the cry for remediation will be loud and reactive. We could
use the precious time we have now to
proactively rethink remedial programs
and come up with something better than
what we have done before.

Send comments to: Mark Conley,
Michigan State University, 5th Floor
Erickson Hall, East Lansing, MI 48824

Learning How to Listen Through a Tactile Approach
continued from page 44
would use this technique when reading
or listening to a story for the first time.
For example, when the topic is
announced, it helps to write down or
think up specific categories or questions
about the information. As different facts
are read, we try to "file" each bit of information under one of the main categories, either on paper or in our heads.
My goal is to eventually have the stu_dents be able to generalize the hands-on
approach of filing and sharing to a more
practical application of writing down the
information or putting it logically into
their memory banks for easy recall.
I have created and used this tactile
approach in my Special Education classroom of first, second, and third graders.
In just one year, I have trained more
than half of my students to use these
strategies with success. I have seen
amazing results with their ability to
recall information, which has also
improved their reading, writing, thinking, and speaking skills. Most importantly, it has raised their confidence and
their self-esteem.

want my students to learn. However, if
you can find a short book or an excerpt
that covers the main ideas of your topic,
by all means use it.
When the story is completely "dissected," each group takes turns sharing. I
ask representatives from each to come
up and give the name of their pouch (the
assigned question), and share each strip
they have accumulated. For younger students, I usually have to read the strips
for them. However, given the context
clues of each sentence, I am often pleasantly surprised what they can remember
about each strip from when it was put in
their bag, and therefore, claimed as their
own property. This is one excellent way
that learning how to listen can improve
their reading.
Discuss how all information can be
divided up into similar categories so that
it is easier to remember. For a test, put
all the bags away, and ask one question
at a time to see if they can come up with
their new information without looking.
Compare this to the assignment of reading a story and asking your students to
tell you what they remembered in the
story. You will see a huge difference,
especially in long term memory, because
they took the time to "file" each bit of
information.
As I use this technique throughout the
year, my students and I discuss how we
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

Brad Williams is a Special Education teacher in the Bay City Public
School System. He enjoys songwriting
and relaxing around the house with his
wife, Nancy.
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